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1
METHODS FOR MONITORING
PHYSIOLOGICAL STATUS OF A BODY
ORGAN

CROSS REFERENCE

This application claims priority to U.S. Provisional Patent
Application Ser. No. 61/676578, filed Jul. 27, 2012, incor-
porated by reference herein in its entirety.

BACKGROUND

A number of different experimental approaches allow for
the quantification of beta cell mass and for eventually
displaying the remodeling of islets. In vitro techniques
include the analysis of histological sections of pancreas by
point counting morphometry and the direct measurements of
islet dimensions in dissected pancreatic tissue. Ex vivo
imaging techniques comprise the imaging of exteriorized
pancreas by confocal microscopy or optical coherence
microscopy. Finally, several non-invasive in vivo imaging
techniques aim at the longitudinal quantification of total beta
cell mass, i.e. magnetic resonance imaging (MRI), positron
emission tomography (PET), bioluminescence imaging, or
combined multimodal imaging. However, these techniques
only provide indirect evidence for islet plasticity, as these
various techniques do not offer the possibility to follow
morphological changes in individual islets over time.

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION

The present invention provides methods for monitoring
physiological status of an organ in a subject, comprising
monitoring morphological changes over time in transplanted
tissue on an eye of the subject, wherein the tissue is from an
organ of interest, and wherein the morphological changes
over time in the transplanted tissue on the eye of the subject
indicates a physiological status of the organ of interest in the
subject. In one embodiment, the method is used to monitor
efficacy of a course of treatment for a disorder in the subject.
In this embodiment, the course of treatment may comprise
administration of a therapeutic to the subject, and wherein
the method monitors efficacy of the therapeutic in the
individual. In a further embodiment, the course of treatment
may comprise a diet and/or an exercise regimen, and the
method monitors efficacy of the diet and/or exercise regimen
in the individual.

In another embodiment the transplanted tissue may be
obtained from the subject. In a further embodiment, the
organ of interest may selected from the group consisting of
pancreas, lung, heart, brain, kidney, liver, small intestine,
large intestine, colon, stomach, gall bladder, esophagus,
ureter, urethra, ovary, uterus, breast, spinal cord, prostate,
hypothalamus, adrenal gland, pituitary gland, thyroid gland,
parathryroid gland, pineal gland, spleen, thymus, rectum,
mammary gland, seminal vesicles, glomeruli, fat tissue,
tumor, and testes.

In another embodiment, the organ of interest may com-
prise an exocrine gland, including but not limited to sweat
glands, salivary glands, mammary glands, stomach, liver,
and pancreas. In another embodiment, the organ of interest
may comprise an endocrine gland, including but not limited
to a pituitary gland, pancreas, ovaries, testes, thyroid gland,
and adrenal gland. In one embodiment, the organ of interest
is the pancreas. In this embodiment, the tissue may comprise
isolated pancreatic islets of Langerhans.
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In various embodiments, the morphological changes may
be selected from the group consisting of cell size in the
tissue, cell volume in the tissue, cell area in the tissue, cell
shape in the tissue, cell death in the tissue, cell proliferation
in the tissue, cell mass in the tissue, blood perfusion in the
tissue, optical reflectivity of cells in the tissue, and granu-
lation of cells in the tissue. In another embodiment, the
morphological changes may be monitored by microscopy. In
a further embodiment, the subject is a non-human mammal
In one embodiment, the non-human mammal has an animal
model of a human disease. In another embodiment, the
subject is a human, wherein the human has a disease relating
to the organ of interest. In various embodiments, the disease
may comprise diabetes and the organ of interest may be the
pancreas, or the disease may comprise cancer and the organ
of interest thus comprises a tumor. In a further embodiment,
the methods may further comprise administering a thera-
peutic or test compound to the subject, and monitoring
morphological changes resulting from the administering.

DESCRIPTION OF THE FIGURES

FIG. 1. Increased islet size to adapt to high insulin
demandin the ob/ob mouse pancreas. (A) representative
morphological appearance of the ob/ob mouse (left) com-
pared to a control littermate (right), showing a strong obese
phenotype; (B) fasted body weight of ob/ob and control
mice at different ages shows a rapid increase in body mass
in the ob/ob mice; (C) fasted blood glucose and plasma
insulin levels in ob/ob and control mice; (D) image montage
of 5 um-thick sections of ob/ob and (E) control littermate
pancreata, stained by hematoxylin and eosin. Note the
staining of islet sections in light grey; insets in (D, E) show
a magnified view of typical islet dimensions and morphol-
ogy. Mice were (A) 4 months, (C) 3 months, and (D, E) 8
months of age. (B, C): values for mixed males and females
(n=5 males+4 females, and 5 males+5 males for ob/ob and
control littermates, respectively). Scale=1 mm, inset dimen-
sion represents 1 mmx1 mm. Values are averagess.e.m.;
*Ep<0.01; ***p<0.001.

FIG. 2. In vivo longitudinal imaging of islet growth. (A)
islets from 4 weeks old mice were transplanted into the
anterior chamber of the eye of control (upper lane) and ob/ob
(lower lane) mice at 4 weeks of age. Photography of
transplanted eyes at different time points shows that indi-
vidual islets can be identified and followed longitudinally
(see yellow dashed circle); (B) magnified views of islet
grafts (marked by red frames in A) show the clearly visible
large and tortuous blood vessels in the islet engrafted onto
the iris of ob/ob recipient; (C) in vivo imaging of single
islets 1 month after transplantation by confocal microscopy
shows morphological differences between islet grafts in
control versus ob/ob mice. Vascularization is imaged by
prior intravenous injection of FITC-labeled dextran. Note
differences in backscatter intensity and vessel diameters; (D)
in vivo imaging of islet grafts at different time points after
transplantation by confocal microscopy; (E) quantification
of islet volumes by analysis of backscatter images reveals a
significantly increased growth in ob/ob (solid lines), as
compared to control (dashed lines). Gray lines represent
average islet volumes in single mice, black lines represent
averaged values obtained per genotype (n=3); (F) immuno-
histochemistry analysis shows a strong proliferation of beta
cells both in ob/ob transplanted eye and pancreas, as seen by
insulin and Ki67 staining; (G) average beta cell area was
quantified from insulin and DAPI staining, demonstrating
that beta cells from ob/ob mice (solid lines) were signifi-
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cantly larger than those from their control littermates
(dashed lines). This hypertrophy was similar and indepen-
dent on whether the islets were located in situ in the pancreas
or in the transplanted eye (no significant differences). All
images are representative. Confocal images are displayed as
maximum intensity projections (MIP) of optical z-stacks.
Immunohistochemistry experiments were performed using 4
months old mice (n=3 per group). Size bars=100 um. Error
bars represent s.e.m.; *p<0.05; **p<0.01.

FIG. 3. Physiological effects of leptin treatment on ob/ob
mice.(A) ob/ob mice received daily intraperitoneal injec-
tions of leptin between 3 and 4 months of age. Body weight,
blood glucose and plasma insulin levels were monitored
before, during and after the treatment (beginning and end of
treatment are represented by vertical dashed lines); (B)
intraperitoneal glucose tolerance tests show impaired glu-
cose handling in the ob/ob mouse as compared to control
littermate at 4 months of age (top traces), which is normal-
ized by leptin treatment but not by sham treatment (middle
traces). The lower bar graph shows area under the curve
(AUC) values from the above traces, demonstrating the
beneficial effect of leptin on glucose handling. Values are
averagess.e.m.; **p<0.01; ***p<0.001.

FIG. 4. Leptin treatment reverses dysregulation of ob/ob
islets.(A) longitudinal in vivo imaging of islet grafts in ob/ob
mice receiving leptin treatment (top) or sham treatment
(bottom) between 3 and 4 months of age. Vasculature was
visualized by tail-vein injection of dextran-FITC; (B) Islet
volume analysis shows a reversal of islet growth during
leptin treatment (gray bars) as compared to sham treatment
(white bars); there was no difference in islet growth after the
end of leptin or sham treatment. (C) immunohistochemistry
on transplanted eye and pancreas samples from ob/ob mice
at the end of the leptin treatment demonstrated the attenu-
ated beta-cell proliferation by immunostaining for insulin
and Ki67 (see FIG. 2F for comparison). Confocal images are
representatives and shown as MIPs. Size bars=100 pm.
Values are averagess.e.m.; ***p<0.001.

FIG. 5. Effect of leptin treatment on intra-islet vascular-
ization. Islets were transplanted into the anterior chamber of
the eye of ob/ob mice at the age of 4 weeks. At 3 months of
age the mice received daily intraperitoneal injections of
leptin. (A) leptin administration had a rapid effect on blood
vessel diameters, as seen by in vivo imaging of the same islet
before the beginning of the treatment, and after 1 week of
treatment (vasculature was visualized by tail-vein injection
of dextran-FITC). The same vessel segments could be
identified at different time points and their diameter mea-
sured (see red lines). Note that we could observe angiogen-
esis following leptin administration (arrows); (B) longitu-
dinal analysis of individual vessel diameters shows vessel
morphological changes before, during and after leptin treat-
ment (top traces, 20 vessel segments from islet grafts in
ob/ob mouse are represented over time, lower bar graph
shows corresponding average monthly diameter increases).
Confocal images are representatives and shown as MIPs.
Size bars=100 pm. Values are averagess.e.m.; ***p<0.001;
*EEE<(0.0001.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE
INVENTION

All references cited are herein incorporated by reference
in their entirety. Within this application, unless otherwise
stated, the techniques utilized may be found in any of several
well-known references such as: Molecular Cloning: A Labo-
ratory Manual (Sambrook, et al., 1989, Cold Spring Harbor
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Laboratory Press), Gene Expression Technology (Methods
in Enzymology, Vol. 185, edited by D. Goeddel, 1991.
Academic Press, San Diego, Calif.), “Guide to Protein
Purification” in Methods in Enzymology (M. P. Deutshcer,
ed., (1990) Academic Press, Inc.); PCR Protocols: A Guide
to Methods and Applications (Innis, et al. 1990. Academic
Press, San Diego, Calif.), Culture of Animal Cells: A Manual
of Basic Technique, 2" Ed. (R. 1. Freshney. 1987. Liss, Inc.
New York, N.Y.), Gene Transfer and Expression Protocols,
pp. 109-128, ed. E. J. Murray, The Humana Press Inc.,
Clifton, N.J.), and the Ambion 1998 Catalog (Ambion,
Austin, Tex.).

As used herein, the singular forms “a”, “an” and “the”
include plural referents unless the context clearly dictates
otherwise. “And” as used herein is interchangeably used
with “or” unless expressly stated otherwise.

All embodiments of any aspect of the invention can be
used in combination, unless the context clearly dictates
otherwise.

In a first aspect, the present invention provides methods
for monitoring physiological status of an organ in a subject,
comprising monitoring morphological changes over time in
transplanted tissue on an eye of the subject, wherein the
tissue is from an organ of interest, and wherein the mor-
phological changes over time in the transplanted tissue on
the eye of the subject indicates a physiological status of the
organ of interest in the subject.

As shown in the examples that follow, the inventors have
demonstrated a novel methodology based on the use of a few
“reporter islets” transplanted into the anterior chamber of the
eye, serving as in vivo indicators of morphological changes
occurring in situ in the pancreatic islet population over a
course of several months. This concept is illustrated in the
examples by the longitudinal visualization and quantifica-
tion of obesity-induced islet growth and vascularization
patterns that were subsequently normalized after drug treat-
ment, showing for the first time evidence for individual islet
remodeling by the expansion or reduction of its insulin-
secretory potential in adaptation to specific needs. Hence
“reporter islets” serve as optically accessible indicators of
islet function in the pancreas, and can be used as personal-
ized in vivo biological markers serving as efficient readouts
for both diagnosing islet malfunction and monitoring the
effects of specific treatments on the regulation of islet cell
mass and functional status.

The subject can be any subject of interest, preferably a
mammal, including but not limited to mice, rats, rabbits,
dogs, cats, primates, chimps, baboons, and humans.

While the methods are exemplified by use of reporter
islets as to assess pancreatic physiological status, it will be
understood by those of skill in the art, based on the teachings
herein, that the methods can be applied to a wide range of
organ types by use of transplanted tissues from the organ of
interest. The physiologic status of any suitable organ of
interest can be assessed by the methods of the invention. In
one embodiment, the organ of interest is selected from the
group consisting of pancreas, lung, heart, brain, kidney,
liver, small intestine, large intestine, colon, stomach, gall
bladder, esophagus, ureter, urethra, ovary, uterus, breast,
spinal cord, prostate, hypothalamus, adrenal gland, pituitary
gland, thyroid gland, parathryroid gland, pineal gland,
spleen, thymus, rectum, sweat glands, salivary glands, mam-
mary gland, seminal vesicles, glomeruli, tumor, fat tissue,
and testes.

In another embodiment, the organ of interest comprises an
exocrine gland. In this embodiment, non-limiting examples
of exocrine glands include sweat glands, salivary glands,
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mammary glands, stomach, liver, and pancreas. In a further
embodiment, the organ of interest comprises an endocrine
gland. In this embodiment, non-limiting examples of endo-
crine glands include pituitary gland, pancreas, ovaries, tes-
tes, thyroid gland, and adrenal gland.

The transplanted tissue may comprise individual cells, a
plurality of cells of the same type, or a plurality of different
cell types, such as tissues/tissue portions. The transplanted
tissue may be obtained from any suitable source. In one
preferred embodiment, the transplanted tissue is obtained
from the subject prior to transplantation in the eye. Methods
for obtaining small amounts of tissue from organs of interest
are well known to those of skill in the art.

Any suitable amount of tissue may be transplanted that
minimizes any negative impact of the transplant on vision or
other eye function in the subject. As exemplified in the data
shown herein, 10-20 islets were transplanted into the ante-
rior chamber of the mouse eye. Based on the teachings
herein, those of skill in the art can determine an appropriate
amount of tissue to be transplanted for a given subject.

In one embodiment, monitoring of morphological
changes in the transplanted tissue begins approximately one
month after transplantation, to permit full vascularization
and innervation of the transplanted tissue. In another
embodiment, monitoring of morphological changes in the
transplanted tissue can begin as soon as desired after trans-
plantation; this embodiment can be used, for example, when
full vascularization of the transplanted tissue is not required
for a given study (for example, when looking at test com-
pound effects on vascularization and/or innervation). In all
embodiments, the monitoring can be carried on as long as
desired for a given study. If desired, the transplanted tissue
may be removed after completion of treatment or for any
other reason.

In one preferred embodiment, the organ of interest is a
tumor. In this embodiment, the methods may be used, for
example, on a non-human mammalian subject to test can-
didate compounds or other therapies for anti-tumor efficacy,
side effects, etc.

In a further preferred embodiment, the organ of interest is
the pancreas. In this embodiment, the tissue may be any
suitable pancreatic tissue, including but not limited to iso-
lated pancreatic islets of Langerhans. Islets of Langerhans
are composed of several different cell types, including
alpha-, beta- and delta-cells. These clusters of cells represent
the endocrine pancreas and are of major importance for
glucose homeostasis. Insufficient release of insulin from
beta-cells in response to elevated blood glucose levels leads
to diabetes. The regulation of glucose induced insulin secre-
tion from beta-cells is a complex process, modulated by
autocrine, paracrine, hormonal and neuronal factors.

Any morphological changes can be assessed as suitable
for a given study, and depend at least in part on the type of
transplanted tissue and the organ of interest. In non-limiting
embodiments, the morphological changes include, but are
not limited to cell size in the tissue, cell volume in the tissue,
cell area in the tissue, cell shape in the tissue, cell death in
the tissue, cell proliferation in the tissue, cell mass in the
tissue, blood perfusion in the tissue, optical reflectivity of
cells in the tissue, and granulation of cells in the tissue.

For example, in embodiments where the organ of interest
is the pancreas and the transplanted tissue comprises isolated
islets of Langerhans, exemplary morphological changes
include:
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(a) changes in beta cell mass (reflects pancreatic physi-
ologic status);

(b) beta cell destruction (may reflect pancreatic pathol-
ogy);

(c) beta cell hyperplasia and/or cellular hypertrophy (re-
flects increased insulin content)

(d) beta cell proliferation (reflects pancreatic physiologic
status);

(e) islet dimensions (reflects pancreatic physiologic sta-
tus);

(D) islet damage (may reflect pancreatic pathology);

(g) intra-islet blood vessel diameter (may reflect compen-
satory mechanism designed to increase microvascular blood
perfusion under hyperglycemic conditions);

(h) islet degranulation (reflects insulin secretion levels);
and

(1) islet optical reflectivity (indicative of insulin release).

In one embodiment of any embodiment or combination of
embodiments of the invention, the methods may be used to
monitor the effect on the organ of interest of a therapeutic or
test compound administered to the subject. In one non-
limiting example, the methods comprise assessing efficacy
of'a course of treatment for a disorder in the subject. In one
non-limiting embodiment, the subject suffers from diabetes
(type 1 or type 2 diabetes), or the subject is an animal model
of diabetes and the methods are used to monitor efficacy of
a course of treatment that the subject is undergoing to treat
the diabetes. In one embodiment, the course of treatment
comprises administration of a therapeutic or candidate thera-
peutic to the subject, and the method monitors efficacy of the
therapeutic, side effects of the therapeutic, effects of dosage
changes, and/or any other endpoint of interest in the indi-
vidual. In another embodiment, the course of treatment
comprises a diet and/or an exercise regimen, and wherein the
method monitors efficacy of the diet and/or exercise regimen
in the individual.

As exemplified below, in vivo imaging of transplanted
islets provides 3-dimensional morphological information
that allows for a precise quantification of various islet
parameters at given time points after transplantation. For
example, quantification of average islet volumes over time
showed significant differences between ob/ob and control
subjects starting from 1 month after transplantation, illus-
trating a dramatic islet growth in the ob/ob subject. This
growth proved to be independent of the subject donor
genotype, i.e. a similar growth was observed when trans-
planting control subject islets into ob/ob subject, demon-
strating that 1) signaling factors originating from the recipi-
ent subject dictate morphological changes of transplanted
islets, and ii) the transplanted islets reflect morphological
behavior of the recipient’s in situ pancreatic islets. The
studies shown below further demonstrate that this observed
plasticity is reflective of the plasticity occurring in situ in
islets located in the pancreas, and that in vivo changes in
these morphological parameters caused by treatment for the
disorder were also found in the transplanted islets.

Thus, the examples demonstrate that “reporter islets” can
reveal, in a representative way, the remodeling of the in situ
pancreatic islet population, expanding or reducing their
insulin-secretory potential. Hence, this technique permits to
“merge” the study of individual islets with the study of islet
populations, and has the potential to replace multiple cross-
sectional experiments with longitudinal studies. We thus
propose the in vivo imaging of “reporter” transplanted tissue
into the eye as a versatile tool to identify factors leading to
morphological changes in the transplant, and thus the organ
of interest.

Transplantation into the eye preferably involves trans-
plantation into the anterior chamber of the eye. The anterior
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chamber of the eye comprises the front portion of the eye,
and includes the structure in front of the vitreous humour, as
well as the cornea, iris, ciliary body, and lens. Transplanta-
tion of the tissue into the anterior chamber of the eye can
comprise placement of the cells into any one or more of
these anterior eye chamber compartments. In one non-
limiting example, tissue transplants are transplanted via
injection through the cornea, allowing engraftment of the
transplanted islets onto the iris, permitting observation and
imaging through the cornea. Islets transplanted into the
anterior chamber of the eye engrafted on the iris, became
vascularized, retained their cellular composition, and
responded to stimulation. Furthermore, they can be moni-
tored by non-invasive laser scanning microscopy (LSM)
allowing in vivo imaging of morphological changes. See, for
example, published US patent application 20090060843.
Employing the anterior chamber of the eye as a transplan-
tation site permits continuous monitoring of morphological
changes in the transplanted tissue, and can be used to
elucidate effects of modulatory inputs from, for example, the
hormonal and neuronal system, as well as from autocrine/
paracrine signals of endocrine or vascular cells.

The morphological changes in the transplanted tissue can
be monitored by any suitable technique, including but not
limited to direct visualization. In a preferred embodiment,
the morphological changes are monitored by microscopy.
See, for example, published US patent application
20090060843, and the methods disclosed in the examples
that follow. In one preferred embodiment, the morphological
changes are monitored by confocal microscopy and/or two-
photon microscopy, which provide 3-dimensional morpho-
logical information.

The methods comprise monitoring morphological
changes over time in transplanted tissue on an eye of the
subject. In one embodiment, the subject is administered a
therapeutic or test compound of interest via any suitable
route of administration, and morphological changes in the
transplanted tissue are determined at one or more (i.e.: 1, 2,
3,4,5,6,7,8,9, 10, or more) subsequent time points. Any
suitable amount of time between measurements of morpho-
logical change can be employed, as deemed appropriate in
light of the specifics of the methods being carried out.

In another embodiment, the methods further comprise
comparing the morphological changes over time in the
transplanted tissue to changes in in situ changes occurring
over the same time frame as represented in biopsies obtained
from the subject. The in situ changes can be assessed by any
suitable technique, including but not limited to histochemi-
cal analysis of tissue sections as described in the examples
that follow.

EXAMPLE

Reporter Islets Reveal the Adaptive Plasticity of In
Situ Pancreatic Islets

Abstract

The islets of Langerhans constitute the endocrine pan-
creas and are responsible for maintenance of blood glucose
homeostasis. They are deeply embedded in the exocrine
pancreas and therefore their accessibility for functional
studies is limited. To understand regulation of function and
survival and assess the clinical outcome of individual treat-
ment strategies for diabetes, a monitoring system continu-
ously reporting on the endocrine pancreas is needed. We
describe the application of a natural body window that
successfully reports on the properties of in situ pancreatic

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

8

islets. As proof of principle “reporter islets” were trans-
planted into the anterior chamber of the eye of leptin-
deficient mice. The “reporter islets” displayed obesity-in-
duced growth and vascularization patterns that were
reversed by leptin treatment. Hence “reporter islets” serve as
optically accessible indicators of islet function in the pan-
creas, and reflect the efficiency of specific treatment regi-
mens regulating islet plasticity in vivo.

Introduction

Normal fluctuations in blood glucose concentration trig-
ger an orchestrated release of hormones from various cells
in the endocrine pancreas, the islets of Langerhans. The beta
cell produces and secretes insulin, an essential hormone
regulating glucose uptake. A decrease in functional beta cell
mass leads to impaired glucose homeostasis and diabetes, a
devastating disease with epidemic spreading. An adequate
regulation of beta cell mass is thus of paramount importance
to adapt to various functional demands always ensuring
maintenance of a normal blood glucose concentration (1).
The major challenge for functional studies of the islets of
Langerhans in health and disease is the fact that they are
deeply embedded in the exocrine pancreas and therefore
have a limited accessibility. Hence, to understand regulation
of function and survival and to assess the clinical outcome
of individual treatment strategies for diabetes, there is an
ultimate need for a monitoring system continuously report-
ing on the status of the endocrine pancreas in the living
organism.

We have developed a technical platform for non-invasive,
longitudinal, in vivo imaging at single cell resolution (2, 3).
By applying this in vivo imaging technique to the current
study, we wanted to test our hypothesis that islets trans-
planted into the anterior chamber of the eye can report on the
functional status of the endogenous endocrine pancreas and
that intervention with pathological processes in the islets of
Langerhans indeed can be monitored in the eye. For this
purpose we took advantage of the obese mutant mouse
(ob/ob) as a model system. This mouse was first described
in 1950 (4), it displays impressive islet plasticity during its
lifetime and has been extensively studied as a model for
obesity and insulin resistance. At a very young age these
mice are hyperinsulinemic, hyperglycemic and show a
higher than average body weight (5). In addition to a distinct
obesity coupled to a strong appetite, these mice display a
number of impaired functions, such as reduced metabolic
rate, impaired thermogenesis, impaired immunity and infer-
tility (6). In 1994, Friedman and coworkers identified the ob
gene encoding for the hormone leptin, produced mainly in
adipose tissue (7). This gene is mutated in the ob/ob mouse
and as a consequence this mouse is incapable of expressing
any functional leptin. Under normal conditions leptin has
many different physiological roles but one of its most
remarkable functions is to regulate appetite. In response to
nutrition, leptin is released from adipose tissue and activates
leptin receptors in the hypothalamus, leading to suppression
of appetite and as a consequence reduced food intake.
Additionally, leptin receptors are expressed in beta cells and
are involved in an adipo-insular feedback loop inhibiting
insulin expression and release after food intake (8, 9). The
lack of leptin in the ob/ob mouse thus results in rapid
increase in body weight and, in an effort to compensate for
the increased demand for insulin, in beta cell hyperplasia
(10). As a consequence the islet cell population of the ob/ob
mouse is altered, the percentage of beta cells in comparison
to other endocrine cells is particularly high and accounts for
more than 90% of total islet cells (11). In the ob/ob mouse
the absence of a leptin-driven feedback loop both explains
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the strong insulin release observed from beta cells, resulting
in apparent degranulation (10) and the development of
insulin resistance.

By applying the ob/ob mouse as a model system, we could
demonstrate the versatile and interesting application of
optically-accessible “reporter islets” in the anterior chamber
of the eye. These reporter islets successfully monitor beta
cell plasticity in situ in the endocrine pancreas and also
enable the follow up of a specific treatment regimen.
Results
The ob/ob Mouse Displays Abnormal Physiological Prop-
erties

The ob/ob mouse can be morphologically differentiated
from its control littermate already at the age of 4 weeks, and
its increased body mass becomes increasingly noticeable
with advancing age (FIGS. 1A, B). Physiological studies
revealed increased fasting blood glucose and insulin levels
as compared to control littermates (FIG. 1C). This is in
accordance with earlier reports (5) and is indicative of
excessive food intake and insulin resistance. Paraffin-em-
bedded sections of ob/ob mouse and control mouse pan-
creata were stained by hematoxylin and eosin to observe
differences in islet morphology. Islet dimension was
increased in the ob/ob mouse to provide a large potential
insulin secretory capacity in an effort to compensate for the
increased food intake (FIGS. 1D, E). While looking at
pancreas sections provides information regarding the mor-
phological status of islets at specific time points, dynamic
changes cannot be appreciated.

Intraocular Islet Transplants Mirror the Adaptive Morpho-
logical Plasticity of In Situ Endogenous Islets

To study the morphological plasticity of these islets over
time we therefore transplanted a few “reporter islets™ into
the anterior chamber of the mouse eye, which can be
optically accessed for longitudinal in vivo imaging. Pancre-
atic islets were isolated from donor mice at the age of 4
weeks and transplanted into the anterior chamber of the eye
of age-matched recipients. This in vivo environment con-
tains a rich capillary as well as nervous network that will
connect to the engrafted islets and thus permit not only
inter-cellular paracrine but also endocrine and nervous input
(2, 12). Transplanted islets rapidly engrafted onto the iris
and individual islet transplants could be identified repeti-
tively at different time points after transplantation (FIG. 2A).
In addition to an increased growth these islets displayed
increased intra-islet vessel diameters in the ob/ob recipient
(FIG. 2B), as previously documented from dissected pan-
creatic tissue in vitro (13, 14). The increase in intra-islet
vessel diameter could be implicated in a compensatory
mechanism designed to increase blood perfusion under
hyperglycemic conditions (15). It might also be one
approach to optimize endocrine signaling, ensuring that each
of'the beta cells will have a direct communication with blood
flow under this strong proliferative condition. Individual
islets were imaged in vivo at different time points in syn-
geneically transplanted mice by confocal microscopy, and
the large and tortuous blood vessels in the ob/ob islet grafts
were confirmed by fluorescence imaging (FIG. 2C). Back-
scatter imaging revealed islet morphology as well as a
seemingly degranulated and uneven pattern in the ob/ob
mouse islet. The scarce reflection of light is indicative of
rapid insulin secretion, which can be explained by disruption
of the adipo-insular feedback loop under leptin-deficient
conditions (9). Analysis of in situ islets by immunohisto-
chemistry on paraffin-embedded sections showed that islets
in the pancreas follow similar distinctive properties between

5

10

15

20

25

30

35

40

45

50

55

60

65

10

ob/ob and control mice, i.e. CD31 staining showed large
vessels in the ob/ob islets and insulin staining was irregular.

The in vivo imaging of transplanted islets by confocal
microscopy provides 3-dimensional morphological informa-
tion that for the first time allows for a precise quantification
of islet volume at any given time point after transplantation.
Quantification of average islet volumes over time showed
significant differences between ob/ob and control mice start-
ing from 1 month after transplantation, illustrating a dra-
matic islet growth in the ob/ob mouse (FIGS. 2D, E).
Interestingly, this growth proved to be independent of the
mouse donor genotype, i.e. we observed a similar growth
when transplanting control mouse islets into ob/ob mice,
demonstrating that in this particular case i) signaling factors
originating from the recipient mouse dictate morphological
changes of transplanted islets, and ii) the transplanted islets
reflect morphological behavior of the recipient’s in situ
pancreatic islets.

To examine whether this observed plasticity in the ante-
rior chamber of the eye indeed reflects the plasticity occur-
ring in situ in islets located in the pancreas, we compared
paraffin-embedded sections of islet transplants and endog-
enous pancreatic islets by immunohistochemistry. We
observed a strong proliferation of beta-cells in the ob/ob
mouse islets by staining for insulin and Ki67 (FIG. 2F). This
proliferation rate was not significantly different whether
measured from in situ pancreatic islets or from islets
engrafted in the anterior chamber of the eye
(mean+s.e.m.=0.82+0.10%, n=5, and 0.95£0.15%, n=4
mice, respectively). Morphological changes in beta cells
were also assessed by immunohistochemistry and revealed
an approximately 1.35-fold increase in cell area in the ob/ob
mice as compared to control mice, both in in situ islets
located in the pancreas and in islet grafts (FIG. 2G). The lack
of leptin signaling is a likely contributor to this volume
expansion. Indeed it has been shown, using pancreas-spe-
cific leptin receptor KO mice, that the disruption of leptin
action in islets results in enhanced PI3K/AKT signaling,
associated with increases in beta cell size and islet mass
(16). Although this compensatory islet growth has been
demonstrated in vitro, we have now been able to verify this
pattern in the living ob/ob mouse longitudinally by the
analysis of single “reporter islets”. Importantly, our data are
compatible with previous studies where the mean islet
volume showed a 4-fold difference between control and
ob/ob mice at 2 months of age, either from studies based on
isolated islets (17) or from